The changing incidence of neural tube defects in Scotland.
The impact of neural tube defects on neonatal surgery has been declining in Scotland over the past two decades. The Scottish statistics for neural tube defects were studied from 1971 to 1988. The incidence of neural tube defects in Scotland has declined from 5.50 to 1.10 per 1,000 births over this period (3.00 to 0.58 per 1,000 births for spina bifida and 2.50 to 0.52 per 1,000 births for anencephaly). Antenatal maternal alpha-fetoprotein (AFP) screening was introduced to Scotland on a wide scale in 1976. The number of terminations for anencephaly peaked in 1980 (85), and for spina bifida in 1981 (70), and both have since declined. The Scottish birth rate has been about 67,000 per year over this period. The declining incidence of neural tube defects is not explained by the effect of antenatal screening and terminations alone. A downward trend was apparent before 1976, and although antenatal screening has had a considerable impact on anencephaly births (peak terminations 89% in 1983), it has had only a modest impact on spina bifida births (peak terminations 53% in 1984). We conclude that the natural decline in incidence of neural tube defects is the major factor in the observed decline in neonatal surgical admissions for these defects.